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I. Movie Videos: Why use them ? 
  When students are asked what they would like to be able to do with 
their English skills or what they would like to do in the classroom
, they 
sometimes reply, "I want to understand movies in English ." There are 
undoubtedly many reasons why they say this , Movies may represent a 
chance to leave the more traditional textbook format for something a bit 
more exciting. Or, it may strike the student that watching movies is a fun 
way to practice their English skills while doing a real -life activity . 
Whatever students' reasons may be , it is clear that movies in the class-
room create a powerful motivation for most students . This, it could be 
argued, is the best reason for utilizing movie videos in the English lan -
guage classroom. 
 Besides providing motivation for practicing language skills
, movie 
videos can also provide cultural contexts for appropriate language usage . 
After watching a five-minute movie segment of an elderly woman telling 
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a complete stranger about all her personal problems, a Japanese student 
remarked, "This is shameful. You shouldn't tell your personal problems to 
strangers." This led to a class discussion about cultural values and the 
appropriateness of sharing personal information in different situations. It 
was a discussion that not only gave students an opportunity to use their 
English, but just as importantly, it taught them about the use of language 
within a cultural context. Movie videos can be an effective method of 
doing this both visually and aurally. By watching a movie, students can, 
of course, see the physical aspects of a culture. For example, various 
cities, architectural styles, modes of transportation,  family dwellings, 
urban and rural conditions, holidays, religious practices, fashion, etc. But 
there are also cultural lessons that are language based. For example, 
students can sense and hear the level of politeness of a response, the use 
of expressions, and the overall appropriateness of topics and registers in 
a variety of specific situations in a movie.
II. Background and goals
 Believing that the use of movie videos would have a positive 
motivational effect and would facilitate language learning and cultural 
awareness, I sought how best to use it in the classroom. During my first 
year at Kanagawa University, I was assigned an elective English class for 
third and fourth year students. Although these students' language levels 
were varied, they did share the same enthusiasm for learning English. 
These students had already taken two years of required university classes 
usually using the more traditional textbook based method of instruction. 
In addition, some of the students had either lived in English speaking 
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countries, or they had done some traveling in various university language 
programs. They seemed to be the type of students that would respond well 
to watching movies for language instruction . 
 The general goals for the class were to give students the opportunity to 
express their ideas on the topics and issues presented in the movie . They 
would improve their English fluency as they learn about American cul -
ture. They would also learn vocabulary words , idioms, and slang as used 
in the context of the film . Finally, students would be given the opportunity 
to express their ideas and use the newly learned vocabulary in written 
homework assignments.
III. Procedures
  A. Choosing a movie 
 The first step was to decide what students would actually be doing with 
the movie and to meet the goals for the class . Listening to a movie is 
essentially a passive activity , so the question was how to make it inter-
active and communicative. 
 My plan was to start with discussion questions for small groups of two 
or three. Since some of the topics gleaned from the movie would certainly 
be personal, it was my hope that students would feel free to express their 
ideas. But to get an idea of just how that would work , it was necessary 
to watch a few movies and try to write some discussion questions . It 
wasn't as easy as I thought. 
 Choosing a movie to use in the classroom was rather challenging and 
the factors and requirements a teacher may use to choose a movie will 
likely vary from person to person . After watching a good number of 
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movie videos, I came up with the following list for myself: 
 (1) The movie themes should hold some interest or be of some 
    relevance to the lives of the students. 
  (2) The content should have a variety of important or interesting 
    issues that can be discussed. (Action films may be exciting, but 
    there is only so much students can say about exploding cars.) 
  (3) The content should not be offensive to the teacher or students. 
  (4) The language should not be excessively regionalized nor should 
    the accent make comprehension by the students overly difficult. In 
    addition, the language should not contain an abundance of archaic
      terms. 
  (5) There should be topics to discuss for every 5-15 minute segment of 
     the movie. 
  For the purpose of maximizing the potential for small group discussion, 
these guidelines seemed to work well.
 B. Writing a basic plan 
 Although the basic lesson plan varied somewhat for each movie seg-
ment, the general plan is as follows: 
 1) Read through the discussion questions. The purpose of this pre-
reading is to give the students some idea of what themes will be covered 
in the segment and to give them a little time to prepare their thoughts for 
their small discussion groups. I read them aloud and cover any vocabulary 
in the questions that I think might be difficult. It is a good idea to give 
them a little explanation or to restate the question in another form just 
to help them focus. 
  The discussion questions themselves are not about specific events or 
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dialogs from the movie segment---that comes later. They are usually 
personal or opinion questions used to give the students some background 
for the segment. They are primarily designed to give students the chance 
to express their own ideas. 
 2) Watch the movie segment. It is rarely a problem to find suitable 
beginning and ending points since movies are naturally  filmed in scenes . 
It is important that a segment contain themes or ideas that have not 
already been discussed in previous segments. At this point, it is not 
important that students understand every detail of the segment since it 
will be viewed at least one more time. 
 3) Discuss the discussion questions in small groups. I usually allow 
students to choose their own partners, but occasionally I assign them 
partners. I walk around and listen in—answering questions if necessary. 
This usually lasts for about 20 minutes. Afterwards, if there was a 
particular question that seemed to generate active discussion, it is benefi-
cial to ask someone in the group to report what was discussed or to open 
up the topic for a class discussion. 
 4) Cover the Vocabulary words and phrases. The vocabulary is cov-
ered much in the same way one would teach vocabulary in other teaching 
situations. Whenever possible, I try to put the vocabulary phrase or word 
in a sentence just as it is delivered in the movie. This will help them listen 
for the vocabulary word as it is spoken by the actors. 
 In some movie segments, it is tempting to choose too many vocabulary 
words. This is especially true when some idioms and slang are colorful but 
not necessarily high-frequency. To avoid this, I set up a few guidelines for 
myself: 
(1) Is this a word/phrase the students are likely to hear or use in 
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    other  contexts  ? 
 (2) Is this a word/phrase important to know in order to understand 
    what is happening in the movie segment ? 
 (3) Is this a word/phrase that is clearly audible in the movie dialog ? 
 5) Watch the segment again and answer comprehension questions. 
Students are asked to read a set of four to five simple, but important 
comprehension questions before watching the segment again. As they 
listen to the movie for the second time, they write out the answers to the 
questions. 
 There are many variations to this step. If a segment is particularly 
difficult or fundamental to the movie's overall theme, I'll use the pause 
button to draw attention to specific points. In addition, it has been my 
experience that verbally pointing out the vocabulary words is not overly 
distracting to them and aids their comprehension. 
 In another option, since the comprehension questions are written in 
chronological order, it is also possible to pause after each comprehension 
question and ask for answers from individual students. 
 6) Checking Comprehension. After watching the segment the second 
time, the students can split into their groups again and compare answers. 
This gives them the opportunity to use their English to explain the 
segment and what they believed happened. Finally, I call on individual 
students to answer the comprehension questions and we discuss them, 
filling out the missing information. If students seem unsure of what was 
happening or they are unable to answer the questions, the segment is 
viewed for a third time. 
  In order to implement this plan, it was necessary to write up a work-
sheet for the students to work from. The following is an example of what 
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a student would receive  before beginning a movie segment:
Fried Green Tomatoes - Part 




Do you respect some professions more than others ? Which professions 
do you trust the most ? 
Have you had friends who were a bad influence on you ? What kinds of 
things did they make you do ? 
Have you and your friends ever got caught doing something you 
shouldn't have been doing ? 
Under what circumstances is it OK to steal ? 
Have you ever done any volunteer work ? Do you know of any opportu-
nities for volunteer work ?
Are you sure you don't
I get a little dizzy when I
I give up.
Listening Carefully: 
1. What does Idgie yell at Rev. Scroggins as she passes by his church ? 
2. What does Ruth want Idgie to do with her ? 
3. Why does Ruth think it's wrong to throw the food to the poor people ? 
4. Why does Idgie think it's OK to give the food to the poor people ? 
5. Why does Ruth decide to jump from the train ?
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 C. Homework 
 Students are required to do writing assignments in their homework 
notebooks. I ask them to choose one of the discussion questions to write 
about. They have a week to work on this and it gives them a chance to 
think about their opinions more thoroughly. This gives the teacher the 
opportunity to know each student's opinion and to respond to it with 
written comments. 
 Another variation on this is to have students ask the discussion ques-
tions to other students or friends outside of class and then write about the 
interview. I encourage them to find friends they can speak to in English, 
but if they can't, I allow them to conduct the interview in their own 
language and then write about it in English. This variation also makes  for 
an excellent warm-up before the next class. Students can share their 
interviews and discuss them with their classmates.
 D. Supplemental reading material 
 In addition to their worksheet and homework, I often supplemented the 
lesson with reading material related to the topics covered in the movie. 
For example, when we covered a segment that had the Ku Klux Klan in 
it, I felt it was necessary to give the students some background about 
what the group stood for and what their tactics were. This material can 
be used in many different ways. In our class, we usually discussed it 
together, went over vocabulary and then, in the next class period, the 
students were given a brief comprehension and vocabulary test. Using 
supplemental reading materials not only gave them a chance to improve 
their English through reading and a break from the regular routine of the 
class, but it also deepened the students' understanding of the movie from 
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a cultural and historical background .
  E. Evaluation 
  After every four segments , a vocabulary test is given over the words 
and phrases found on the students' worksheets . Students are also given a 
few basic short answer questions to answer . Some examples are as 
follows: 
  (1) Why does Idgie decide to visit  Ruth  ? 
  (2) What does Idgie discover about Ruth ? 
  (3) Who wants to marry Idgie ? 
These questions and their answers test the students' comprehension of 
main points and demonstrate whether or not they are following the basic 
plot. The teacher needs to be aware of this since it can be extremely 
frustrating for students to watch a movie that makes no sense to them
. 
  In addition, questions of a more affective nature can be asked . For 
example: 
  (1) Why do you think Idgie has never married ? 
  (2) What would you do if you were Idgie ? 
 (3) Why do you think Ruth told Idgie to leave her house ? 
Students have already had quite a bit of practice answering this type of 
question in their homework and in discussion questions, so they should 
feel comfortable expressing their opinions . This type of question is also 
valuable in that it demonstrates a student's deeper understanding of the 
movie.
Movie Videos 109
 IV, Conclusion 
 At the end of the year, students were asked to evaluate the class 
premise, activities, and give their general impressions. The students 
unanimously gave their approval of using movies in the classroom. They 
were equally unified in their belief that the discussion questions, sup-
plemental readings, and homework were all beneficial in helping them 
improve their English language skills. 
  When asked what they would like to see changed in the class, there 
were several helpful suggestions. A few students said that they wished to 
watch the movie from the beginning to the end rather than in small 
segments. In addition, one student complained that because he was absent 
from the class for several weeks and therefore, missed several segments, 
it was difficult for him to understand what was happening in the movie. 
Both of these problems can be solved fairly simply. For the following 
year, I put a second copy of the movie in the language laboratory for 
students to watch whenever they had the time. 
  This method of using movies makes learning English an active, commu-
nicative experience for the students. They were allowed the freedom to 
practice the expression of their personal values or ideas in English which 
is an important skill in any context. They also were required to learn 
vocabulary, idioms, and slang from a contextualized source. At the same 
time, the students were doing something that gave them a positive English 
 language experience.
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